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Development of Rational Choice Theory 


e Rational choice theory 
— Roots in classical criminology 


— Developed by Italian utilitarian Cesare Beccaria 
e Crime is rational, can be prevented by punishment 
e Declined in influence by end of 19th century 


— Reinvigorated in 1960s: Gary Becker (Nobel Prize 
winner): 
e People behave in rational (predictable) ways when 
deciding to commit crime 


e Criminal behavior is rational: result of cost-benefit 
analysis, gains v. risks 


e Human capital: investments in human skills and abilities 


Development of Rational Choice Theory 


e Contemporary rational choice theory 
— Intelligent thought processes are assumed: 
e crime results from careful thought and planning 
— consideration of personal and situational factors 
(target, guardianship) 
— Political scientist, J. Q. Wilson: Thinking About 
Crime 


e Criminals are likely to value excitement, thrills of crime, 
be more risk takers 


e have low stake in conformity 
— Implications: we need to increase the stake in 
conformity via more severe punishments 


Routine Activities Theory 


Lawrence Cohen and Marcus Felson 


The volume and distribution of predatory crime (violence 
against person or stealing an object) 


3 conditions 
— 1. Availability of suitable targets 
e E.g. homes with sellable goods 


— 2. Absence of capable guardians; 
° E.g. neighbors, friends, relatives, police 


— 3. presence of motivated offenders 
° E.g. teenage boys 

Crime and everyday life routine 

— Research support 

— Routine activities and lifestyle 


Routine Activities Theory 


Motivated offenders 
e Teenage boys 

e Unemployed 

e Addict population 


e Easily Aa goods 


Rational Choice Theory 


e Evaluating the Risks of Crime 

— Crime is avoided when risks outweigh rewards 

— Types and degree of risk: 
e Likelihood of apprehension 
e Likelihood and severity of punishment 

— Types and degree of rewards: 
e Survival 
e Psychological: anger/frustration release, thrill seeking, 


e Social group: status recognition, respect, deference, 
fear by others 


Rational Choice Theory 


e Offense-Specific Crime 
— Different considerations depending on the type of crime 


° E.g., Evaluating risks-reward balance for burglary : 
— ease of selling the target, neighbors around, WHAT ELSE? 


e Offender-Specific Crime 

— Experience (old drug dealers teach the young), skills, 
physical abilities 

— Need for money 

— Legitimate financial alternatives 

— Resources to commit crime 

— Fear of apprehension/ punishment 

— Criminal alternatives 


Concepts of Rational Choice 


e Structuring Crime 


e The decision to commit crime entails: 


— Choosing the place of crime 
e Drug dealers: 
— tactical edge v safety: middle of long street v. back lots 
— Choosing targets: 
° Burglars prefer 9-11 am schedule and mid-afternoon! 
e Houses with dogs are off limits 
— Creating scripts: 


e Predictable steps involved in crime 
— E.g., sexual offenses - trust needs to be secured first 


Class Discussion/Activity 


1) Imagine you were a burglar. What script 
would you follow to avoid detection? 

2) How may the police use the fact that 
offenders follow certain scripts? 


Is Crime Truly Rational? 


e Rational choice approach: the decision to 
commit crime, regardless of its substance, Is 
structured by 

— where it occurs, 
— the characteristics of the target. 

e Is drug use rational? 

e Is violence rational? 


Why Do People Commit Crime? 


e Situational Crime Prevention 
— Seeks to reduce or eliminate particular crimes in specific settings 


— Entails awareness of characteristics of sites and situations that are conducive to 
crime 


— Not focused as much on individual causes as other perspectives 


— Criminal acts will be avoided if: 
e Potential targets (sites and situations) are carefully guarded: 
— e.g. malls, festivals, gatherings 


e The means to commit crime are controlled: 
— e.g., gun control in certain buildings or at football events 


e Potential offenders are carefully monitored 


— Defensible space 
e Oscar Newman 1970s 
e Crime prevention or displacement through residential designs 
— Modification of physical environment to reduce criminal opportunity 
— Gated communities 
— Well-lit housing projects that maximize surveillance 


Controlling Crime 


e Crime Prevention Strategies 
— Increase the effort needed to commit crime 
* Brighter street lights, residential buffer zones for sex offenders 
— Increase the risk of committing crime 
e Guardians > monitor targets: Police, security guards 
* Handlers> monitor potential offenders: parents, parole officers 
e Managers > monitor places: homeowners, garage attendants, cameras 
— Reduce rewards of crime 
e Remove car radios 
— Induce guilt: increase shame 
e Judge ordered sign: “sex offender live here” 
e “John lists” in the newspaper 
e “scared straight” programs 
— Reduce provocation 
* Increase the price of alcohol, early closing time for bars and pubs 
— Remove excuses 
* Roadside display of car speed 


Controlling Crime 


e Evaluating Situational Crime Prevention 


— Indirect benefits 
e Diffusion to other types of crime: 
— mall cameras to reduce shoplifting may reduce property damage as well 
e Discouragement in larger geographic area: 
— drug control in one area has effects in surrounding areas 
— Hidden costs 
e Displacement: to less guarded neighborhoods 
e Extinction: crime reduction disappears over time as offenders 
learn how to avoid obstacles (alarms, patrols etc) 
e Replacement: new offenses replace the old neutralized ones: 
— Burglary may turn to armed robbery 


Class Discussion/Activity 


Women who apply for a restraining order against their 
abusive husbands, boyfriends, or a stalker must reveal their 
home address to the offender. The purpose is to allow the 
offender to stay away from the women’s home as required 
by the restraining order. 


1.What problems do you anticipate with this requirement? 
2.If you had a stalker and you are fairly certain that she/he 
doesn't know your address would you file for a restraining 
order? 


General Deterrence 


Crime control policy 


Assumes that fear of criminal penalties convinces potential law 
violator that pains of crime outweigh its benefits. 
— Beccaria: 
e Certainty: increasing police visibility, street patrols 
e Severity: death penalty (little consensus on whether it works) 
e Celerity (speed) of legal sanctions: court delays, death penalty delays 10 years 
Perception and Deterrence 
— The perception that punishment will be forthcoming influences 
criminality. 


— Some individuals and classes of offenders are more deterrable than 
others. 


General Deterrence 


e Evaluating General Deterrence 
— Rationality: assumption of rational individuals 
— System effectiveness issues: 


e Only about half the crimes are reported 


e 20%-25% of reported crimes result in arrest 
— clearance rates differ a lot from a type of crime to another 


e Odds of receiving a prison term are about 20/1000 crimes 
— Criminals discount punishments 
— Some offenders - and some crimes - are more “deterrable” 
than others. 


e Living in disadvantage neighborhoods and having little hope to live 
beyond 35 years old, or to get mainstream jobs 


Specific Deterrence 


e The view that criminal sanctions should be so powerful 
that offenders will never repeat their criminal acts 


e Issues: 


— Incarceration may delay recidivism 
e Overall probability of re-arrest is increased by serving a prison 
sentence 
— Harshest treatment may increase rather than reduce crime. 
e Punishment may breed defiance rather than deterrence 
e Harshest punishments may case psychological problems 
° Entire neighborhoods may feel victimized (e.g., Ferguson) 


Incapacitation 


e Incapacitation Effect 


— The idea that keeping offenders in confinement 
will eliminate the risk of their committing further 
offenses 

° Issues: 


— 1 in every 100 American adults in behind bars. 


— There have been periods of time where 


incarceration rates increased while overall crime 
was decreasing. 


Policy Implications of Choice Theories 


CONCEPT SUMMARY 4.1 Choice Theories 


Theory 


Rational choice 


General 
deterrence 


Specific 
deterrence 


Incapacitation 


Major Premise 


Law-violating behavior 

occurs after offenders weigh 
information on their personal 
needs and the situational 
factors involved in the difficulty 
and risk of committing a crime. 


People will commit crime and 
delinquency if they perceive 
that the benefits outweigh the 
risks. Crime is a function of the 
severity, certainty, and speed of 
punishment. 


If punishment is severe enough, 
criminals will not repeat their 
illegal acts. 


Keeping known criminals out 
of circulation will reduce crime 
rates. 


Strengths 


Explains why high-risk youths 
do not constantly engage in 
delinquency. Relates theory 

to delinquency control policy. It 
is not limited by class or other 
social variables. 


Shows the relationship between 
crime and punishment. Suggests 
a real solution to crime. 


Provides a strategy to 
reduce crime. 


Recognizes the role that 
opportunity plays in criminal 
behavior. Provides a solution to 
chronic offending. 


Research Focus 


Offense patterns—where, 
when, and how crime 
takes place. 


Perception of punishment, 
effect of legal sanctions, 
probability of punishment, 
and crime rates. 


Recidivism, repeat offending, 
punishment type, and crime. 


Prison population and crime 
rates, sentence length, and 
crime. 


Policy Implications of Choice Theories 


° Effects of arrest quickly decay and may actually 
escalate the frequency of repeat domestic 
violence. 

— Initial fear of arrest did not result in severe 
punishment. 

— Fear may be replaced with anger and violent intent 
toward the abused mate. 

e “Three-strikes and you’re out” laws 


e Appeals to public sentiments but may be a premature 
method. 


Policy Implications of Choice Theory 


e Death Penalty 
— Is it a deterrent? 
— What about wrongful convictions? 


